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I felt like I had my own tutor (anonymous distance learning student,
2001 survey).

The two major approaches to distance learning are group and tutorial.  In this
chapter I concentrate on individual tutorial practices and principles applied to
computer educational environments.  One of the most important areas of research
in distance learning pedagogy focuses on the ability of computers to customize the
learning experience to meet specific learner needs.  This customization aspect of
distance learning involves structuring the course content in personalized ways
through the use of computer agents and other forms of artificial intelligence.

Respondents to the 2001 survey indicated that they feel that one of the roles
of effective distance learning is to provide customization.  In the following figure we
see that 73.2% of the students surveyed responded strongly agreeing or agreeing
to the statement, “It is important that courses are customized to meet my specific
learning needs and to adjust to my learning style.”

Another possible role for computers is to act as automated tutors or learning
assistants.  The 2001 survey showed that students had a strong interest in having
the computer act as a learning assistant.  Students responded 89.6% of the time
either strong agreement or agreement with the statement, “I would like to have the
computer serve as a learning assistant or agent in distance learning courses.”
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While many argue for the pedagogical advantages of group interaction, for
some students this is not preferred.  In the following responses from the 2001
survey, students expressed this preference for individual study.

Do not need interaction with others, want to do independently (anonymous
distance learning student).

I did not spend a lot of time/energy reading other students’ work
samples—they were not valuable to me (anonymous distance learning
student).

One student expressed a desire for only an advisor relationship with the faculty
member.

I wish more classes of this nature were offered with an “advisor” for
questions (anonymous distance learning student).

Figure 3: Customization Importance (Questions 1 & 9)
Delivery format * It is important that courses are customized to meet my specific learning needs and to adjust to my
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Figure 4: Computer as Learning Assistant (Questions 1 & 22)
Delivery format * I would like to have the computer serve as a learning assistant or agent in distance learning courses.
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